The Complementarity Between Judgment, Knowledge and Theory
After submitting my paper "Toughmindedness, Courage, and Change," to the Core Design Team, I
had occasion to re-read "Because Wisdom Can't Be Told," by Charles I. Gragg (1940) . This is a discussion of learning and the role of the case method, and seems to serve as the basis of many of our ideas about learning.
There is much in it that I agree with wholeheartedly. But there is a glaring omission that may be the source of some strain in our system over what the case method is, or should be. Gragg (1940, p. 3) defines the objective of the business school and case method as follows:
The work of a graduate school of business consequently must be aimed at fitting students for administrative positions of importance. The qualities needed by business people in such positions are: the ability to see vividly the potential meanings and relationships of facts, both those facts having to do with persons and those having to do with things; capacity to make sound judgments on the basis of these perceptions; and skill in communicating their judgments to others so as to produce the desired results in the field of action. Business education, then, must be directed to developing in students these qualities of understanding, judgment, and communication leading to action.
Gragg leaves out a critical part of what must be a theory of learning in the case or any other method:
that is the criteria to be used in deciding what is correct, or in his words the criteria to be used in "making sound judgments". I believe the answer to this is scientific method, the process by which we state our theories of cause and effect relationships and by which we test whether they actually describe the way the world behaves. As I pointed out in my earlier paper, all purposeful behavior requires the use, either explicitly or implicitly, of theories that define the relation between actions and outcomes. Thus, I conclude there is no other answer to the criteria for use in "making sound judgments" other than science. This simple addition to the notion of the case method preserves all its motivational and learning advantages, while providing a clear criteria or process that has been tested for centuries for eliminating error. It also adds another burden to case system teaching: we must also help our students learn how to carefully state theories or hypotheses for action in a way that they are potentially refutable by data, and how to think naturally about using data to make inferences about the validity of the theory.
I think about the problem not as what the case method should be, but the problem of trying to discover the most effective ways to provide an environment in which students can learn. By learning, I mean a set of experiences that changes people's actions, gives them knowledge and behavior patterns that enable them to better run their lives (including their businesses), and to continue to learn outside of the classroom. This involves a theory of learning.
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Edsel Bryant Ford Professor of Business Administration. I appreciate the very helpful discussions of these issues with George Baker and Karen Wruck. They bear no responsibility for my errors of fact or logic.
In this addendum, I would like to re-examine some of the foundations of the case method as exposited by Gragg, and to argue that the case method as he exposits it is incomplete because he never provides a decision rule for choosing an action. That is, the method as he exposits it-and as it seems to be widely practiced at Soldiers Field-lacks a rule or guide for the teacher and student to use in deciding how to choose among alternative action plans for the case. All page numbers in parentheses below refer to Gragg (1940) .
Unless denoted otherwise, all emphasis is from the original.
Gragg defines the case method and the theory regarding its use and effects as follows:
For the benefit of those unfamiliar with business school cases, it is merely necessary to explain that, as now used, a case typically is a record of a business situation that actually has been faced by business executives, together with surrounding facts, opinions, and prejudices upon which executive decisions had to depend. These real and particularized cases are presented to students for considered analysis, open discussion, and final decision as to the type of action that should be taken. Day by day the number of atomic business situations thus brought before the students grows and forms a backlog for observing coherent patterns and drawing out general principles. (p. 1) It can be said flatly that the mere act of listening to wise statements and sound advice does little for anyone. In the process of learning, the learner's dynamic cooperation is required. Such cooperation from students does not arise automatically, however. It has to be provided for and continually encouraged.
Thus the key to an understanding of the Harvard Business School case plan of teaching is to be found in the fact that this plan dignifies and dramatizes student life by opening the way for students to make positive contributions to thought and, by so doing, to prepare themselves for action. Indeed independent, constructive thinking on the part of students is essential to the sound operation of the plan. This result is achieved in two ways.
In the first place, students are provided with materials which make it possible for them to think purposefully. They are not given general theories or hypotheses to criticize. Rather they are given the specific facts, the raw materials, out of which decision have to be reached in like and from which they can realistically and usefully draw conclusions. This opportunity for students to make significant contributions is enhanced by the very nature of business management. Business management is not a technical but a human matter. It turns upon an understanding of how people-producers, bankers, investors, sellers, consumers-will respond to specific business actions, and the behavior of such groups always is changing, rapidly or slowly. Students, being people, and also being in the very stream of sociological trends, are in a particularly good position to anticipate and interpret popular reactions.
In the second place, the desired result of student participation is achieved by the opening of free channels of communication between students and students, and between students and teachers. The confidence the student can be given under the case system that he can, and is expected to, make contributions to the understanding of the group is a powerful encouragement to effort. The corollary fact that all members of the group are in the same situation provides the student with exercise in receiving as well as in giving out ideas. In short, true intercommunication is established.
In these facts lies the answer to the unique values of the case system, and from these facts also arise certain difficulties encountered in its use. It is not easy for students to accept the challenge of responsible activity in the face of realistic situations. Nor is it always easy for teachers to preserve the needed openmindedness toward their students' contribution. Nevertheless, the very existence of the assumption, implicit in the case system, that students are in a position to and will exert themselves to think with a lively independence toward a useful end in itself provides a real stimulus. By the same token, the stage is so set as to simplify the teacher's task of encouraging students to participate actively in the process of learning. The students are given the raw materials and are expected to use them. The teacher, for his part has every opportunity and reason to demonstrate an encouraging receptivity as well as to inform and guide.
Thinking out original answers to new problems or giving new interpretations to old problems is assumed in much undergraduate instruction to be an adult function and, as such, one properly denied to students. The task of the student commonly is taken to be one chiefly of familiarizing himself with accepted thoughts and accepted techniques, these to be actively used at some later time. The instruction period in other words, often is regarded both by students and teachers as a time for absorption. Thus many students entering graduate schools have become habituated to the role of the receiver. The time inevitably arrives, however, when young people must engage in practical action on their own responsibility. Students at professional schools have a little time-at the Harvard Graduate School of Business, two years-to achieve the transition from what may be described as a childlike dependence on parents and teachers to a state of what may be called dependable self-reliance. (pp. 1-2)
Gragg also provides a theory of why traditional educational approaches won't work, or won't work as well:
It would be easy to accept the unanalyzed assumption that, by passing on to young people of intelligence the accumulated experience and wisdom of those who have made business their study, the desired results could be achieved. Surely if more or less carefully selected young people were to begin their business careers with the advantage of having been provided with information and general principles in lectures and readings that it has taken others a lifetime to acquire and develop, they might be expected to have a decided head start over their less informed contemporaries.
This assumption, however, rests on another decidedly questionable one; namely, the assumption that it is possible by a simple process of telling to pass on knowledge in a useful form. This is a stumbling block of the ages. If the learning process is to be effective, something dynamic must take place in the learner. The truth of this statement becomes more and more apparent as the learner approaches the inevitable time when he or she must go into action. (p. 3) I believe most of us agree with Gragg's theory that "something dynamic must take place in the learner," to make the "learning process … effective," and that this is why "Wisdom Can't be Told." I believe most all of us at HBS would agree that we want to transfer the accumulated stock of knowledge for business decisions to students and instill in them a lifelong interest in and ability to learn new theories on which to base their actions.
Gragg does not give us a basis for defining the difference between sound and unsound judgment.
This might help to explain the antagonism from some people at Soldiers Field to the "teaching of knowledge" that I discussed in my earlier paper. The debate over the case method has confused discussions of the most effective process for transferring knowledge and the criteria for defining knowledge. Gragg uses the term sound judgment to refer to knowledge, but he never defines it or discusses how the faculty and the class are to decide what is a sound judgment. Indeed, the issue is never addressed in his article, and I have never heard it discussed at Soldiers Field. This is a major oversight, because we have to distinguish the difference between emotion, feelings, hope, and desire, and a truly sound judgment. The closest Gragg comes to this issue is his statement that There is no single, demonstrably right answer to a business problem. (p. 4)
We seldom know with certainty the answer to any empirical problem. This does not imply that all processes are equally valuable in trying to improve our best estimates of the answer to any problem. Sound judgments are those decisions which help us to achieve our objective. All decisions must be based on theory, either explicitly or implicitly. Scientific method provides a way of thinking and a process that will lead eventually to the correct theory (the foundation for good judgment) if the reasoning process is consistently followed. Sound judgment and the theory it is based on is also critical in helping us to decide what our objective should be, but our own values are also important in choosing the objective. (A more detailed discussion of this issue can be found in Jensen (1983) .)
Communication is Not judgment
In discussing the instructor's role in the case classroom, Gragg says, The important question under these circumstances is not whether students' answers please the instructor, but whether they can support their views against the counterattacks and disagreements of others in the group, or, failing to do so can accept cooperatively the merits of their antagonists' reasoning. (p. 5)
The case classroom is not a debating society, where people win or lose, not on the correctness of their arguments, but the cleverness and force of their presentation and defense. Although it is important to provide students with the ability to communicate their ideas to others, the debating society criterion is not the way to ensure good business decisions. Gragg later says
In the properly conducted class using business cases, the students are put in the position of the executives who must arrive at definite conclusions to be followed by specific actions whose merits will be tested by resulting developments. There is no escaping the fact that the students' decisions are not tested in this way. (p. 6) and it is here that our greatest responsibility as teachers enters. Very often there is general evidence bearing directly or indirectly on the decision issue at hand that enables us to confront various theories with data. It is critical that we sensitize our students to become at least amateur scientists or scholars in that they store experiences and search for data from similar (although usually not identical) problems that allows them to make inferences about various competing theories in any particular situation.
The vast increases since 1940 in our knowledge about how the world, business, politics, and markets work make much more of this possible now than in 1940 when Gragg was writing. Are we sure that we are taking full advantage of this scientific knowledge in the classroom today? Are we sure we are training our students to understand the data or the analysis when it is available either in the journals or in a consultant's report? I think we can do much better, and from my own experience in the classroom and those of others, I conclude the students are hungry for it. But it is not easy to do.
Alternative Ways to Teach People Good Judgment
Teaching science to people is clearly possible. Businesses are putting large resources into these efforts. The Total Quality Management (TQM) system provides a way for teaching people how to make business decisions that work-good judgment in Gragg's language. As those who study TQM have found, properly implemented, these techniques taught to all workers in an organization result in large improvements in efficiency and productivity. They are a non-trivial part of the reason for the success of the Japanese in world markets. Wruck, Jensen and Keating (1993) point out that one of the key elements of TQM is the teaching of employees to use the principles of science in their everyday business decisions. While the language differs somewhat, depending on the guru being quoted, the techniques are very similar. In the language of Juran (1989, pp. 59-60) I and others who have witnessed in the field the results of this training can testify to the power and productivity of the human creativity that is released. Line workers with no more than a high school education, working in groups, and using the principles of science as taught to them in simplified form, and in combination with their own specific knowledge of the situation, exhibit great ability to solve complex problems that engineers and managers cannot solve. We at HBS can learn much from the massive experience obtained from such programs that would be very valuable in our own educational processes.
Teaching Methods
At the simplest level, the principles of stating the theory and gathering data to test the theory is relatively easily blended with our current techniques. In fact, much of this is already happening at Soldiers
Field. We must take care to avoid having this approach slip into an unproductive "telling of knowledge"
whether it occurs in a case or in a lecture format.
We should begin to look carefully at the many different things we are trying to accomplish in our curriculum and the many different ways these objectives can be accomplished. We have considerable experience that cases, as defined by Gragg, are not the only basis for an interactive, dynamic classroom discussion that engages the students in an experiential learning environment. Scholarly articles, articles from the business press, contracts, videos, movies, and historical accounts of events are all being used in Aldrich
Hall in very successful ways. We could learn much from extending our experiments, and we will have to if we are to deal effectively with teaching our students how to work effectively in groups and teams, and to deal with their own defensive reactions that inhibit learning.
All these are interesting and important issues for our consideration and investigation. We should not confuse them with an unfocused, anti-intellectual attack on the teaching of theory or knowledge in the HBS classroom. We have to transfer to our students currently known theory or knowledge in a way that enables them to use it effectively in their own careers.
Moreover, because our theories are always incomplete, and some are surely wrong, we must transfer to our students a clear understanding of how to test theories and how to continue to formulate and discover their own in their business careers. I want to emphasize that we can do this without giving up any of the core of the basic teaching philosophy involved in our case method approach. 2. Yet it seems to me that in our discussions of the case method, and the way we use that term, we act as though we follow his description: that is, business problem, business decision, and action plan. In practice, we have already broken from this plan; we must recognize this and further investigate the benefits of alternative methods. I have personally seen many classes in which enormous learning is taking place (learning that would satisfy Gragg's definition) in both traditional and non-traditional case methodologies. We see around us every day evidence of real learning taking place (in the sense that the students are moved to change their behavior, and apply the lessons outside the classroom and in other courses) as a result of many different types of classes.
In Gragg's opinion
The outstanding virtue of the case system is that it is suited to inspiring activity, under realistic conditions, on the part of the students; it takes them out of the role of passive absorbers and makes them partners in the joint processes of learning and of furthering learning. (p. 4) I agree. But there are many variations on the Socratic style of teaching, and project and team oriented learning that can also accomplish this same result. Sometimes one (or more) of these other methods is better suited to generating this result than the narrow decision-focused definition of the method given by Gragg. We should be openminded, as well as toughminded about these variations on the case method, and encourage experimentation to deliver the best program possible in this modern, fast moving, and extremely complex world.
I hope that under the Leadership and Learning effort we will be able to examine our roots and our current and future tasks and challenges to discover the best ways to deliver world class teaching programs in the 1990s .
